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media release March 7, 1988
UM BUYS STATE-OF-THE-ART MAPPING SYSTEM
By Carol Susan Woodruff 
UM News and Publications
Imagine a computer system that can tell people the fastest 
route through traffic, best place for a new store, or least 
objectionable site for a mine or a powerline corridor.
Sound like science fiction? Far from it. The University of 
Montana School of Forestry recently bought a state-of-the-art 
system that can do those things and many more. According to UM 
forestry Dean Sid Frissell, UM is the only university in the 
Northwest using the system in a school of forestry or natural 
resources.
GIS-IRIS -- short for Geographic Information Systems- 
Integrated Resource Information Systems —— is an electronic 
mapping system that creates two- or three-dimensional color maps 
showing data people usually don't associate with maps. It also 
creates more conventional tables.
"It's the querying capacity that’s really the power of 
this," says UM forestry Professor and GIS-IRIS Director Hans 
Zuuring. For example, a timber manager could ask the system to 
show all the stands of trees ready for harvesting that are worth 
at least $50 an acre and are within 100 miles of his sawmill.
The system could also tell him the location of a road that
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would reach certain stands of trees and be a particular width 
and grade.
"You could do some of these things by hand," Zuuring says of 
such projects, "but it would take you years to figure it out. To 
do that electronically is the way to go."
The system consists of a mainframe-, desktop- or micro­
computer; a computer program; a printer; a plotter; and a 
digitizing tablet. The printer creates tables, and the plotter 
produces large maps. The tablet is a device that lets the user 
make changes on the computer screen.
Before the GIS-IRIS user can work with maps on a computer 
screen, he must convert his hand-drawn maps into electronic ones. 
UM has hired a Nanaimo, British Columbia, consulting firm to do 
just that with maps of the University's Lubrecht Experimental 
Forest.
Representatives of the firm will travel to UM March 14 to 
teach six faculty and staff members how to use GIS-IRIS. Those
UM employees will then train other forestry faculty members, 
Zuuring says.
UM now has two GIS-IRIS microcomputer work stations, and 
Zuuring says the forestry school hopes to have about 12 someday. 
The plan is for Hank Goetz to use one of the work stations at 
Lubrecht, where he's the forest manager. Besides using the 
system to manage the forest, he'll give demonstrations to people 




The other microcomputers will be on campus, where faculty 
will do research on them and students will be trained in their 
use.
"I think once students learn about this, they can name 
their tune when it comes to getting jobs," Zuuring says. Several 
companies have told him repeatedly that students with GIS-IRIS 
expertise will have no trouble finding forestry jobs.
This spring, faculty members will show students how GIS-IRIS 
works, Zuuring says. Perhaps as early as next fall, students in 
the newly revamped, three-course Integrated Resource Management 
Sequence will be able to use the system themselves.
Although GIS-IRIS is new to UM, private companies have used 
the system since the 1960s, Zuuring says. With it, they've 
accomplished diverse tasks like planning greenbelts to obscure 
the view of tall buildings, and calculating the best time to 
water and fertilize grapes to produce a bumper crop.
timber companies began using the technology in the 
mid-1970s, he adds, but only in the past three years has GIS-IRIS 
become a "hot topic" among natural resource managers. And only 
recently has the system -- once costing nearly $1.5 million -- 
become affordable to schools like UM.
A basic system now costs about $40,000, Zuuring says. Money 
for UM's system came from a federal grant and the University's 
Montana Forest and Conservation Experiment Station, where he's
more
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the biometrician -- the person who applies mathematics to 
biological data.
He says Missoula, not just UM, could benefit greatly from 
using GIS-IRIS. For example, the Missoula Economic Development 
Corp. could use the system to analyze Missoula's population, 
salaries, and traffic and buying patterns to determine the best 
location for a new business. What's more, GIS-IRIS could predict 
the business's earnings for five years, Zuuring says.
"If we don't get with it, we are going to get out-competed," 
he says. "If you think we're in the backwaters now, we'll really 
be in the backwaters if we don't grab onto some of this 
technology, because other places are doing it."
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